MHC class II-dependent peptide antigen versus superantigen presentation to T cells.
T lymphocytes expressing the CD4 coreceptor can be activated by two classes of major histocompatibility complex (MHC) class II-bound ligands. The elaboration of a conventional T-cell mediated immune response involves recognition of an antigenic peptide bound to the MHC class II molecules by a T-cell receptor (TCR) specific to that particular antigen. Conversely, superantigens (SAgs) also bind to MHC class II molecules and activate T cells, leading to a completely different functional outcome; indeed, SAg-responsive T cells die through apoptosis following stimulation. Superantigens are proteins that are secreted by various bacteria. They interact with the TCR using molecular determinants that are distinct from the residues involved in the recognition of nominal antigenic peptides. Despite the similarities between the recognition of the two classes of ligands by the TCR, considerable structural difference is observed. Here, we discuss the current knowledge on the presentation of SAgs to T cells and compare the different aspects of the SAg response with the recognition of antigenic peptide/MHC complexes.